Based on the observation that a rising number of scholars and students with Muslim background study and teach Islamic studies in Western Europe and North America, we propose the following two broad hypotheses: 1) that this development within academia will bring about changes within the narrow confines of Academia, but 2) will also have wider implications for the development and formation of Islamic thinking/exegesis in Western Europe and North America and perhaps even core-Islamic countries in the Middle East and South East Asia. In order to understand and assess this new state of affairs and its prospects, we set out to identify and analyse the social, religious, national background and role of these new academic stakeholders, their relevant institutions, programmes, research themes and approaches, challenges and opportunities. Based on the premise that Islam is a religion with strong scripturalist roots (among other roots to be sure) we direct particular attention to that field within Islamic studies that deals specifically with Qur'an and hadîth-related studies. This research project, then, investigates two questions. The first one is the most restricted and relates to organizational matters of the contemporary university (human resources, curriculum, funding etc.) and the Forschungsgeschichte and prospects of Islamic/Qur'ânic studies. The second question is more extensive in scope and probes grand-scale theological-exegetical trends, profiles and scenarios of a so-called Western Islam.
look, often with markedly societal concerns (politically, legally). To identify, analyse, interpret and even envisage exegetical trends in relation to the European and North American context (and the Islamic world at large) therefore provides the general framework of the research project. It goes without saying that the identification of trends also demands attention to possible (or obvious) differences between these contexts, for instance, between a more northern-based European scientific agnosticism as against a more faith-based US setting, and the differences in socio-economic profiles between US and European Muslim citizens.
In terms of institutional setting and funding, the project forms part of a larger research First, the programme focuses on the processes and circumstances under which these theological discourses unfold. Second, it seeks to locate and understand these processes and circumstances in the contexts of both the history of Islamic religious thought and of contemporary developments in Islamic thinking. Third, it will consider how these processes should be taken as more or less deliberate reactions to a new diaspora-based situation. Reactions that on one hand hold a restricted and geographically anchored context, namely that of Western Europe and North America, and reactions that on the other hand must be evaluated with reference to less clear-cut, albeit all-pervading factors, such as modernity, migration, globalization, and the knowledge society. A significant factor in this exegetical work-in-progress must be investigated from the perspectives of a minority and cultural Entfremdungs-situation vis-à-vis issues of secularization and non-Muslim majority societies. It is, however, important to issue a caveat regarding the tendency to confine this complex subject to questions fraught with the standard minority-majorityperspective; attention to intra-Muslim relations and the deployment of Islamic traditions is imperative as well. 7 The first mission of the programme will be to identify systematically the universitybased producers of Islamic religious thinking in Europe and to relate them to their respective contexts, both in terms of educational institutions and background. This top-down orientated part of the programme will need not only to record but also to engage with these thinkers and institutions in face-to-face meetings and 'fieldwork.'
Specific Research Focus: A New Academic Muslim Elite
As part of this overall programme, we present a specific project, which concerns the changing role of secular, university-based education and research with regard to Islam (e.g., Islamic studies, Middle East studies, religious studies, and related disciplines), a changing role that partly must be explained with reference to the rising percentage of Muslim students and scholars. In short: a new demography of stakeholders. But the increasing Muslim-anchored patronage and funding of research and professorships will also be pivotal to the project. 8 It is an attempt to provide attention to a research field that has been neglected for a long time, but now seems to attract attention both scholarly and politically, with articles, conference proceedings, and governmental reports coming out. 9 Given the growing number of citizens with Muslim background this is hardly a statistic surprise. Rather, it must be construed as a beneficial development in terms of civic and professional involvement. It is, however, also a development that brings unexpected problems and challenges to light, for instance students' feelings of cultural estrangement and failure to decode the sometimes occult academic economy (economy in the sense of Bourdieu's cultural capital). To be sure not problems restricted to persons with Muslim background, but a problem of the late-modern mass-university. Our specific research focus does not encroach much upon the general demographic changes and challenges in academia, 10 but will restrict itself to those fields that relate to Islam as an integral part of its research, teaching and curriculum. We also find that the issues of Muslim background and enrolment can (and should) generate some interesting questions to the field, some of which are standard quandaries with respect to religious subjects and some of which seem rather new to field. To mention a few: the classic emic-etic dilemma 11 and the viabil- inclusion of scholars with a Muslim background. 13 McAuliffe accounts for this development with reference to the migration setting:
Perhaps the most significant point of confluence, however, is graduate training and the production of new generations of doctoral degrees in the field of qur'anic studies. Increasingly, student pursuing graduate work in qur'anic studies, as well as other subfields of Islamic studies, in major universities in Europe, the United States, Canada and elsewhere are coming from immigrant Muslim families. Many of these are second or third generation products of post-colonial patterns of Muslim migration to Great Britain, France, Germany and North America. Consequently, most of these students enter graduate programs with an educational background and a set of academic assumptions that are indistinguishable from those of their non-Muslim peers (ibid.).
It goes without saying that we are do not unreservedly subscribe to McAuliffe's claim that the educational background and academic assumptions of these students are "indis- Our project is thus, grosso modo, a study in a very specific segment of the new Muslim elites, 15 viz., the academic and intellectual. This new segment or 'class' of scholars faces the challenge of engaging in a time-honoured and prestigious institution, which includes a time-honoured Christian and humanistic legacy as well as a more strong secularist and historical-critical outlook. 16 In a highly politicized climate they risk ending up being caught, as it were, between a rock a hard place; for instance by being charged with bias or apologetics from one side and being slandered as 'un-Islamic' or disloyal to their background from another side. Nonetheless, a substantial part of these scholars also possess some rather unique and advantageous assets, for instance near or full fluency in relevant languages (e.g., Arabic and Persian), a certain 'natural' knowledge of texts and traditions, and easier access to milieus suspicious of non-Muslims. Islamic exegetical matters on a daily basis and within very specialist settings -and since this segment is more numerous in persons that that of the academic stars, we may hypothesise that their influence is broader and deeper than hitherto imagined. To be sure, these individuals' biographies, research fields, theories, methodologies, and formal academic careers are diverse, but they all, all things equal, enjoy a Muslim background.
Converted and influential scholars working within Islamic studies, e.g., Timothy J. Winter, Amina Wadud, Neal Robinson, Anne Sofie Roald, Rosalind Ward Gwynne, can be said to hold a special position since they cannot by definition be categorized as scholars with a Muslim background. 17 As already indicated, the term 'background' marks an important modifier in relation to the rather unmitigated confessional category 'Muslim.' Thus, it would be something of an insinuation to let such a confessional category override the scholarly qualifications. Though matters of faith and confession are in principle of no relevance to the scholarship (and its purported ideals of objectivity) pursued, it is nonetheless of importance that the academic demography is getting more differentiated and more calibrated to people with a Muslim background. We do therefore not assume that background is irrelevant. Indeed, in the current politicized climate background has turned into an issue that -ironically -no longer can be relegated to the background.
Another important segment of actors to take into account concerns the students.
Scholar-teachers do not reside in splendid isolation but engage in regular interaction with students, a rising number of which also have a Muslim background. Therefore, it is also crucial to take the Muslim students into account when investigating the current changes and states of affairs in Academia. As we are aware that a complex interplay of questions and answers takes place between scholars and students, we therefore hold that the present research project should also investigate the interplay as it takes place, first and foremost in the lecture hall but perhaps also during tutoring sessions. We should add here, that the presence of significant numbers of Muslim students probably also have an impact on non-Muslim teachers and their pedagogical arrangements.
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Simultaneous with this emerging segment of scholars and students with a Muslim background, a number of universities are also beginning to offer programmes in Islamic theology (e.g., interfaith relations, comparative religion), e.g., Birmingham (since 1976), Georgetown, Leiden, Münster, Cardiff, Johann Wolfgang Goethe-Universität Frankfurt.
A few private Muslim initiatives with regard to higher education are also emerging, e.g.,
Islamische Universitet Rotterdam and Institut Européen des Sciences Humaines.

Some Hypotheses
It is highly conceivable that the structural and demographic developments at university more willing to contextualize -and to a certain extent also relativize -doctrines and normative codes as well as being able to advance a more sceptical and heterogeneous conceptualization of "Islam" in all its width and depths. Ijtihâd, re-thinking and reconstruction, discovery and production of an ever expanding -yet also provisionalknowledge remain some of the key words in this academic enterprise. Kurzman's "liberal Islam" is, according to himself, merely a heuristic term but one that frequently implies pro-democratic, pro-feminist, pro-freedom-of-speech, pro-human-rights principles.
We claim that the modern university institution provides one the most advanced and effective platforms for the articulation and dissemination of independent, original, and critical interpretations with regard to these issues. Interpretations that in all likelihood will come out as an important strand in the much debated question of a liberalization of (European) Islam (in Europe). 20 To be sure, it amounts to a cliché to depict the modern scholar as the introvert 'odd fellow' out of touch with societal affairs. Rather, through teaching, sometimes through public debate and the increasing demand for public dissemination and outreach the contemporary scholar is confronted with a steady flow of a more affluent (in terms of social and cognitive capital) audience that reacts to the premises and issues of his or her scholarship.
It should, however, be noted that the current developments in academia are quite different compared to those of the Enlightenment and the early modern university -for one thing, the optimism on behalf of a fully transparent and neutral Rationality has been subject to severe criticism in contemporary late modernity. Thus, since the late 1960s it has been common practice among scholars in the humanities/social sciences to acknowledge and reflect upon issues of hegemony and bias pertinent to one's particular field of learning, with respect to early scientific foundations and motives as well as potential biases.
This critical reflection went hand in hand with reflections on one's gender, race, beliefs and personal history in relation to one's research in order to be as circumspect as possi- While the project envisioned will not disregard these intellectual celebrities and their more and less ingenious outpourings, we hold that it is just as important to take into con- To recapitulate: The present project strives to strike a new balance. It is devoted to intellectual history and Forschungsgeschichte within rather elitist academic milieus but its focus is less on the select academic names (like the renowned freethinkers and reformists mentioned above) but rather on the whole gamut of academic staff and student contingents.
Methodology and Case Selection
Specific methodological designs remain to be developed, but fieldwork at selected universities will constitute an important part of a 'reality check.' Qualitative interviews with stakeholders will be vital just as quantitative data collected from local university administrations and from national surveys.
Selecting the cases in terms of countries, universities and programmes rest primarily on a rough estimate of academic prominence and proliferation and international influence.
Though these categories are hard to pin down we hold them to be of special importance in terms of academic power in relation to the study of Islam in the West. We consider the following countries to be particular important: the English speaking countries (Britain, USA, and Canada), the German speaking countries (Germany, Austria, Switzerland), the French speaking countries (France, Belgium, and Switzerland).
Selecting individuals raises some definitional issues. Religious studies have always struggled with the definition of religion in theoretical and methodological terms. Hence, it is no innocent task to try to define particular groups of religious practitioners, in casu
Muslims. In our case, we prefer to use -at least in the definitional terms -the somewhat cumbersome expression 'academics with Muslim background.' The rationale behind this phraseology was explained in the beginning of this paper. Selecting individuals involves two formal components. The first one stipulates that in order to come into consideration, the relevant subjects must be affiliated with a university or research institution, either as students or postholders. The second component is consent, that is, the subject must agree to be categorized as 'persons with Muslim background.' In practice, we are in the process of producing a list of individuals by means of records available over the Internet (usually
